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[Ben Wagener stands up and holds both arms in the air.] Thanks Ben. On Friday Ben and I attended the US Open at Congressional Golf Course. We were impressed that before a player struck the ball, a field marshal would hold up both hands to hush the crowd. When a marshal holds up his or her hands, something important is about to happen. I thought it would be a great way for me to begin my sermon today.

You know, I think my preaching is a lot like how I drive a golf ball: short, to the left and always near a hazard. As we begin this series on The Lord’s Prayer, we begin in a hazard, for the first words are “Our Father in heaven.” Since in my golf game I spend most of my time recovering from hazards such as water, trees and sand traps, I’ll feel like I am on the golf course today. So let’s see if I can at least make bogey today. 

Jesus tells us to begin our prayer this way: “Our Father in heaven.” Some are offended by the command that we are to call God “Father.” As we gather here today on the Hallmark holiday called “Father’s Day,” we reflect on our father on earth. Some of us here did not have and do not have a good relationship with our earthly father. Perhaps your father was cool and distant, or nonsupportive and judgmental. Perhaps you had a father who abused you emotionally, physically or sexually; therefore, it’s hard for you to say “Father in heaven.” I understand that and try to be sensitive to your feelings. 

Some have good relations with their earthly father, however, and still don’t like to say “Father” for God. We have come to realize that language shapes how we see the world, and to see God only as a male (such as an old man with a beard and a long robe) limits our view of who God is. The Bible has a wealth of metaphors for God: rock, king, light, wind, mountain, hen, and many others, and I don’t want to limit our image of our God to only one. Especially on this Trinity Sunday when we celebrate the various personalities of God as Father/Son/Spirit and Creator/Redeemer/Sustainer, we need to expand rather than limit our metaphors for God. 

Images are important. We heard today in Genesis 1 that we are created in the image of God. How we visualize God will shape how we visualize ourselves. In other words, our images of God are very important; therefore, our metaphors we use to describe God are extremely important.

Early on in my ministry I began to omit from my prayers and sermons male references to God. I try not to make my careful use of language obvious and you may not have realized how seldom I use male pronouns for God. I struggle with how to read verses in the Bible, but in my prayers and sermons I try to avoid “he” and “him” for God.  Twenty years ago I interviewed with a search team from a church in Virginia, and they did not pursue me any further. “Why?” I asked. “Well,” the chair said, “we are concerned that you don’t use “he” for God.” I believe the language we use shapes how we view reality and how we view God. 

Some have reminded me, however, that Jesus specifically commands us to begin the prayer to the Father in heaven. What do we do with this? Is it okay to say “Our Parent in Heaven?” When Jesus says, “Pray like this,” he begins with “Our Father in heaven.” Why?

In the prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane (Mark 14:36), Jesus prays, “Abba, Father, for you all things are possible.” In Israel at that time the people read their Bible in Hebrew but spoke in a form of Hebrew called Aramaic. Here Jesus addresses God with a word from his native Aramaic language—Abba. Paul uses this Aramaic word in Romans 8:15 (When we cry “Abba! Father!”) and again in Galatians 4:6 (And because you are children, God has sent the Spirit of his Son in our hearts, crying “Abba! Father!”). I think the early church must have passed on from Jesus himself this way to address God. The Greek ho pater (“O father”) is a translation of the Aramaic Abba.


The Talmud (which is a written record of the Jewish oral interpretation of the Hebrew Bible) says, “When a child experiences the taste of wheat (i.e. when he or she is weaned from the breast) the child learns to say Abba and Imma. 1 Abba and Imma are thus the first words the child speaks.  Our “Dadda” and “Mama” are close equivalents and correspond closely to the first sounds of children in Jesus’ native language—Abba and Imma.  


I remember working with our firstborn on his first word. I would spend my time with him with the instruction, “Say “Daddy!” “Daa-dee”) I wondered if Becky worked with him on “Mommy.” We were both wrong. His first words came as he pointed at the VCR under the TV and said, “Noooooooo!”


In Jesus’ day Abba and Imma were not restricted to children’s talk, however. Grown-up sons and daughters used Abba and Imma to address their parents. Some adults here today still use “Mommy” and “Daddy” for their parents. In one family I know, if the adult daughter sits in her father’s lap, her Mom shouts, “Daddy, hold on to your wallet!” Abba and Imma (like Mommy and Daddy) were everyday words and family words.  


Here, I think, is the key to Jesus’ command to pray to the Father in Heaven. We are not praying to the Heavenly Parent who is just a projection of our earthly parent. We are praying to the Divine Parent who is the model for our earthly parents and the standard by which all parents are judged. The importance is not the word used—Father, Mother, Daddy, Mommy—but the relationship between the parent and child. Jesus’ emphasis is not on the maleness or femaleness of God but on the image of a loving parent.

Jesus is teaching us to climb up in the lap of the Divine Parent and begin, “Daddy, I want to spend some time with you. Mommy, let’s talk.” And here is the first teaching Jesus gives us about prayer. We are called to pray to our Daddy in heaven.

Do you see what this does to prayer? Since the beginning of time, prayer has been a long list of what I need and what I don’t want to happen to me—give me bountiful crops and herds, help me have children, make my business prosperous, send that hurricane away from here and toward those pagans in New Orleans, help me save par on this hole.”  We tend to think of prayer as making a careful list of our needs and being sure to give God persuasive arguments why we need them now—especially when we pray for patience!


When Jesus tells us to begin our prayer, “Daddy in heaven,” he is teaching us that prayer is not about listing our needs. Prayer is investing our time in a relationship. Prayer is not talking about God as some abstract Creator/Redeemer/Sustainer, but is talking with our Daddy. Jesus says, “For your Daddy knows what you need before you ask him.” (6:8). Jesus teaches us that prayer is not informational but relational. In other words, we pray not so much to tell God something as to relate to our God. We begin, “Daddy in heaven.” 
OUR FATHER


I propose to you today that the word “Daddy” is not the most difficult word in the beginning of the Lord’s Prayer. I think the word “our” is the hardest for us to say. When Jesus calls on us to say “Our Daddy,” we are saying this with Jesus. We know the relationship Jesus on earth had with his heavenly Father. We know the closeness, the connection, and the relationship he had with God.  


So we cringe when we are asked to say “Our Daddy” with Jesus because we are not like Jesus. We do not have the closeness, the connection or the relationship with God which Jesus had. “I can’t pray with Jesus on this!” we declare. We pull back from saying “Our Daddy” with Jesus. 


And Jesus says, “I TOLD you to say ‘Our Daddy’ with me!” Jesus knows that a relationship with God is not a goal and not a destination. Our status as children of God is the journey we are already on, and Jesus invites us to walk with him and with his Daddy, who, because of Jesus, is now also our Daddy, too. We do not have to be good enough or religious enough or spiritual enough to be children of God; for Jesus demands we say with him, “Our Daddy.” Even if we don’t feel like God is our Father, because of Jesus we can say “Our Daddy.” Even if we don’t feel like we are very good followers of Jesus, because of Jesus we can say “Our Daddy.” Even if we don’t feel like praying, because of Jesus we can pray “Our Daddy.” It’s not about how we feel. It’s about a relationship Jesus establishes with the Father and with us and invites us to join him on the journey where we are already children with God. Because of Jesus, we can say “Our Daddy.”

Saying “Our Daddy” is difficult for us not only because we don’t think we deserve to pray with Jesus, but saying “Our Daddy” is difficult for us also because we realize we are saying it with one another. Yes, I know what Jesus says in 6:6: But whenever you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you. Even though Jesus tells us to go to a closet to pray, he then proceeds to give us a public, not a private, model prayer. When we say “Our Daddy” we are praying not only with Jesus but also with one another. 


We assume that our faith is individual and private, and we are offended when Jesus calls us to pray together and in public worship. In Matthew’s church Jesus did not command us to say “The Father in heaven,” or “My Father in heaven,” or even, as Luke tells us, “Father in heaven.” The word “our” is a gift which automatically connects us with Jesus and connects us with one another. 


If someone asks us, “How can I tell if someone is a Christian?” we usually enumerate a list of religious actions such as prayer, Bible study, attending worship, and being nice to your pastors. Or we list some basic doctrines and beliefs which most Christians hold. If someone asks you, “How can I tell if someone is a Christian?” why don’t you say, “Christians are persons who pray together the words Jesus gave us. I will not tell you what a Christian is or believes. I want to show you how a Christian prays. Will you pray with me the prayer Jesus taught us that begins, ‘Our Daddy in heaven’?”

So, as followers of Jesus, we pray publicly as Jesus taught us to pray when he said,
Our Father who art in heaven,

hallowed be thy name.

Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done,

on earth as it is in heaven.

Give us this day our daily bread.

And forgive us our debts,

as we forgive our debtors.

And lead us not into temptation,

but deliver us from evil.

For thine is the kingdom and the 

power and the glory forever. Amen. 

1 from Berakoth  40a;  Sanhedrin 70b; cited in Joachim Jeremias, The Prayers of Jesus (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979), pages 96-97
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